The causal-logical narrative inferences the viewer is asked to make in the film become gradually dismantled. In the first half, we are continuously reminded, often in a comic way, that 'appearances can be deceptive', and we are primed for the surprises that ensue.
For example, in an early scene a high-angle shot shows Ozzie lying on his sofa with his eyes open wide and a vacant expression on his face. Contrary to what the viewer might assume, Ozzie is not dead. He is actually in the process of recording his memoir, but lacks the necessary inspiration. He tries out many ridiculous phrases about the 'glorious past' of the CIA before jumping up and running downstairs on hearing the phone in the basement ringing. The call is for Dr Cox, his wife. The phone call perhaps raises Ozzie's-and the viewer's-suspicions that his wife has a lover. This is underscored in the next scene, in which Ozzie, watching a game show on television, hears the audience cheering 'she's married!; has a boyfriend!; she's pregnant!'; and also in a later scene, when before going out he decides to leave Katie a note, which-underscored by ominous music score-conveys a sense of unease or threat. In the note Ozzie mentions that he will be at the Princeton reunion dinner, but until we actually see him there, we are primed to infer that he is spying on his wife and her lover, since some unattributed POV shots suggest that the pair are under surveillance. Not only Katie's husband but her lover too appears secretive. Harry is preoccupied with a mysterious contraption in the basement of the house he shares with his wife Sandy: his secretiveness is accompanied by a suspicion that he is being tailed by a mysterious car.
Burn After Reading's play with the viewer involves the use of many 'surface POVs'. These are point-of-view shots representing what a character sees. Borrowing Gérard Genette's distinction between internal and external focalization, Edward Branigan notes that surface POVs form part of internal focalization, in contrast with other, 'deep' types of focalization, which reproduce the character's mental state.
iii Through the use of such POVs, the viewer of Burn After Reading has only external indications of what characters might be thinking, and so must draw his or her own narrative inferences. At the same time, the viewer often shares POVs that are not focalized (that is, their source remains unknown although they seem to be subjective) and have an ambiguous status. All the narrative inferences viewers are accustomed to making-and which this film promptsare left uncompleted when the 'second world' of Burn After Reading (that of Hardbodies and its characters) starts to interact with the first. As I will explain, this way the film seems to be making fun of the causal-logical structure of narrative itself.
Burn After Reading is 'intricately-plotted', according to a comment in the user reviews of IMDb, iv or-to use the words of the CIA agents in the film, who try to follow the actions of the various characters-'complicated' and 'fuzzy'. The two scenes involving a CIA official named Palmer reporting to his senior about the actions of the heroes are hilarious because of Palmer's apparent inability to articulate coherently what is happening. The CIA officials seem to be playing the role that dance played in ancient Greek tragedies-reflecting on what takes place while powerless to influence the action. These scenes, which follow the two most violent incidents of the film, are reminiscent of the stasima of ancient choruses. Alongside their summary of the action that has already developed, the emotional distance they offer from the atrocities taking place would normally, like the stasima, offer insight into the complexity of the characters' interactions and direct the viewer's attention to questions that are not yet answered. However, in Burn After Reading these scenes have the opposite result, as the CIA 'chorus' only leaves us more baffled than we were before. Whilst stasima aided the audience weave the narrative, offering a summary of the action so far by observing it from an external viewpoint, the CIA chorus proves rather useless in this role. In Burn After Reading, the construction of a causal-logical line of action is not particularly helpful, as this line is rather absurd overall; so the best the viewer can do is just follow the actors.
Of course, narrative hypotheses are always plausible and in fact are invited by the pseudo-mystery plot of Burn after Reading. At the same time, however, the film seems to make fun of the causal-logical cognitive approach, not just by undermining narrative expectations, but also by encouraging the viewer to reflect on their overall futility. The narrative of Burn After Reading frustrates any attempt to approach it cognitively, in a linear way: it is complex at the levels of both story and plot. Its plot develops by accelerating and augmenting the codependency of its separate elements-the actors and story threads it brings together. As the IMDb reviewer puts it: 'once the Coens start firing on all cylinders they never stop'. It is precisely the dynamic and 'uncontrollable' features of Burn After Reading that may be associated with its 'network' properties.
Burn After Reading can be characterized as narratively complex, along with numerous post 1990s films, v from Pulp Fiction (Quentin Tarantino, 1994) Events in the story are typically organized in a relationship of cause and effect, so that there is a logic whereby each event of the narrative is linked to the next. The classic narrative proceeds step-by-step in a more-or-less linear fashion, towards an apparently inevitable resolution.
xvi This cause and effect logic in classical narrative cinema needs to be supported, on the one hand by temporal and spatial coherence, xvii and on the other by agents-most of the time one central hero-presented as 'fully rounded individuals' with well-developed personality and corresponding motivation. It is against this backdrop of tight characterological causality that the 'loose causality' of network films is defined. Bordwell's evaluation of causality in network films is made using classical narrative and anthropomorphic standards-the latter in the sense of events caused by human actors and bringing forth other events as consequences of previous actions. This is a definition of causality based on the Aristotelian model of drama. In Bordwell's theorization of network narratives in cinema, chance and contingency appear to succumb to predestination, in that the chance events that proliferate in these films are interpreted as ultimately serving the overarching causal line of the plot, which intradiegetically often takes on the appearance of destiny. That is why Bordwell and other commentators see a transcendental element in the prevalence of happenstance in complex films. The intervention of chance as a transcendental factor makes the connections between characters appear almost 'metaphysical' and, according to Silvey, tending towards a kind of totality.
xviii
The tendency of network narratives towards the transcendental echoes the 'melodramatic imagination' that Peter Brooks traced in literature, from Balzac and James to Proust and Lawrence, who refused the notion that 'that the world has been completely drained of transcendence'.
xix The 'melodramatic ethos' and its interaction with the complex narrative structure has been discussed by Maria del Mar Azcona Montoliú in the context of multi-protagonist films such as Iñárritu's 21 Grams. xx As Montoliú notes, in 21 Grams 'characters' desires are also part of the emotional continuum running through the film even if, within the context of the multi-protagonist genre, they seem more a consequence of the context than the fullest expression of the subjective and individual drives of human beings'. This emotional continuum in 21 Grams (and in other network films) transcends the hero's individuality and yet remains immanent in the film's-and its diegetic world's-structural network. What, however, is the relationship between chance and causality? Can chance cause and be caused, without being a transcendental element? Indeed, chance is a system of causation in its own right, considered as such especially since the end of Enlightenment, and works of contemporary narratology acknowledge its causal power. xxi In literary works as old as Aphra Behn's The Lucky Chance (1686), as well as in the network narratives of contemporary complex films, chance is a cause, but at the same time it disrupts causality in the sense of one-to-one relationships between events as causes and effects. A chance event might start a chain of causality but cannot itself be explained as the result of a pre-existing cause. It thus becomes hard to establish any chain of causality when there is, not just one but a proliferation of chance events within a text. The central role network films ascribe to contingency can now be highlighted in its tension with the type of causality that defines narrative. Many complex/network films develop around the effects of chance events. However, here the effects do not correspond to their causes by logical necessity, neither are they exclusive. The same contingent event may have entirely different outcomes. The multiplicity of characters in network films is particularly functional in illustrating the complex effects of chance. For instance, in Code Inconnu the same contingent event, a pastry bag discarded by one character, affects the lives of all the other characters, but with very dissimilar outcomes depending on the character it affects. Chance has an organizing power that interacts with the pre-existing organization of the world upon which it exerts its influence. Perhaps coincidence is governed by a design, as Bordwell seems to imply, xxii but it does not ultimately succumb to this design: it rather transforms it into a new structure.
But to what extent is causality in complex films exceptional, it might be asked, given that loose causality may also be a feature of more conventional narratives? Seymour Chatman differentiates between causality and its looser form which, borrowing the term from philosopher Jean Pouillon, he calls contingency:
In traditional narratives, the internal or story logic entails the additional principle of causality (event a causes b, b causes c, and so on) or, more weakly, what might be called 'contingency' (a does not directly cause b, nor does b cause c, but they all work together to evoke a certain situation of state of affairs x). xxiii Contingency, which blurs the initial causes of events, though to some extent contained in all narratives, is more noticeable in unconventional ones, such as Robbe-Grillet's paradigmatically non-linear literary texts. As Chatman notes: 'The idea of contingency is attractively broad, for it can accommodate new organizing principles'.
xxiv In contemporary complex films these new organizing principles become, I would argue, much more pervasive, challenging traditional forms of narrative organization.
Contingency, as in other network narratives, plays a crucial role in Burn After Reading. To begin with, the CD containing Ozzie's memoir falls from the bag of the secretary of Katie's lawyer at the gym. We never witness this incident, but are asked to infer it later, while we have already been wondering about the missing link: how did the CD that Katie burned end up 'lying on the floor' of Hardbodies? A certain irony lies in the striking difference in the way the incident of the lost and found CD is valued by the different parties involved. The secretary's reaction when she realises she has lost the CD contrasts with Chad's when he finds it: she duly reports its loss to her boss and begins to burn another copy from the hard drive of her computer. The difference in the way the 'two worlds' of Burn After Reading respond to the same object becomes even more ironic in retrospect, when one considers the final outcome of a contingent-and for some characters totally unimportant-incident: a CD falls into the wrong hands and this has among its consequences two characters in the film being killed, another ending up comatose in hospital and a fourth escaping the country in a paranoid condition.
If we consider the separate characters as basic elements or 'nodes' of the textual network of Burn After Reading, it s apparent that this network develops nonlinearly in both space and in time, through the interactions between the elements. On the one hand, in space a 'small-world effect', as it is called in network theory, is in the making. In dynamic network science, which is a strand of complex systems theory, a small number of random links added to a regular network 'can generate a very large effect', turning it into a 'small-world network'. This happens because the 'average path length' (which is defined as the number of links between two nodes in a regular network) is reduced to half with the first five random rewirings (connections). xxv Therefore, once a long-distance link between two people is achieved, more of their mutual acquaintances become connected with each other. In simple terms, the fact that most people are 'more likely to be friends with the friends of [their] friends than with other, random, people' xxvi is a result of the small-world network property. In Burn After Reading, as soon as one random (longdistance) link connects the two worlds as the CD of one State official is found in Hardbodies, then the connections become more, develop faster, and ultimately have disproportional effects as the system develops in time. In the course of the film, Harry comes across Chad and Ozzie meets not only Chad and Linda but also Ted-in the latter case with lethal consequences. Also, at another, global, level of the small-world effect, Linda and Harry, though unknown to each other at the beginning of the film, eventually meet through internet dating. In all these cases the encounter of the two worlds, the one of the government officials and the other of Hardbodies, is directly or indirectly mediated by information-contained in a CD or in a dating site. The 'accident' of the loss of the CD with Ozzie's memoir would not have extreme consequences if the relations between the various characters did not start increasing in number and complexity. Contingency therefore leads to structure, as random links end up organizing a complex system. Information plays an important role in the emergence of Burn After Reading's network. However, it is not the information that some characters have been trying to steal-that contained in Ozzie's memoir, or in his financing files-that is the most significant.
Rather, information is created out of the interlinking of the characters' actions, which neither the CIA (at the intradiegetic level) nor the viewer (at the extradiegetic one) can foresee. According to the mathematical definition of information, the lower the possibility of a selection indicated, the higher the number of informational bits contained in a message. xxvii Burn After Reading's plot gradually acquires high informational value because of its procession through the improbable choices and-seemingly-nonsensical actions of the characters once their 'two worlds' meet in one 'small world'. Moreover, the way information is 'passed on' and acted out rather than being cognitively processed, makes the characters of the film look more like informational vessels than psychologically rounded entities. As Evan Smith observes of Pulp Fiction, 'psychological transitions might be the greatest weakness' of 'thread structure' films.
xxviii
The multiplicity of agents that network films involve is arguably a means through which linear causality is undermined and other types of organization become prominent.
The application of emergent and bottom-up approaches to film's textual and cognitive organization, like those adhered by complex systems theory and its applications, could prove useful when the lines of causality as traditionally conceived in film narrative theory are broken. Complex systems scientist Stuart Kauffman has shown how complexity is built in multi-agent and densely interconnected systems.
xxix These two factors, the number of agents and the density of connections, are interdependent, as the large number of individual units increases the possible interactions and therefore the complexity of the resulting system. Ashok Sengupta notes that in fact these two factors are the prerequisite for complexity: In the vision proposed by complexity, we can identify forms and evolutive characteristics common to all, or almost all, systems that are made up of numerous elements, between which there are reciprocal, nonlinear interactions and positive feedback mechanisms. These systems, precisely for this reason, are generally called complex systems. Films with network narratives follow this complex-systemic logic: by increasing the number of agents they also increase the relational range and complexity of the network that these relations form.
Bordwell refers to network narratives in cinema as 'catalogues', xxxii because the separate stories they contain (through the different characters) stay for the most part discrete in these films, and actually function in the mind of the viewer as alternatives according to some common criterion. A catalogue is not a system but a list of elements; the formation of a system requires relations between them. I would argue that one of the ways in which network films communicate with the viewer is the cognitive and affective experience of the process through which a catalogue, or a heap, becomes a system. The absolute disentanglement of elements that a heap suggests would abolish a film's communicative potential. As the systems philosopher Ervin Laszlo points out: 'If subsystem communication is reduced to zero, the whole system has zero level of organization; i.e. we are dealing with a limiting case in which the whole system ceases to be a system and becomes a heap of independent components'. xxxiii Thus, in systems theory, it is the communication between elements, or system components, that makes a system (a 'constitutive complex' in Laszlo's terms) distinct from a heap (a 'summative complex'-in which the components are just added to one another without being indispensible for the system's constitution): 'the more two or more components communicate, the more information they pass to one another, and thus the more they determine each other '. xxxiv In network films, the flow of information and communication increases gradually as the separate agents and story components are interlinked and begin to create a collective organization-that is, a system. This interlinking is not the same intense in all network films, nor does it always happen the same soon; however, it is always present, even as a possibility in the films Bordwell calls 'borderline cases' of network films; without it, the films would cancel their communicative potential.
As already broached, in the case of Burn After Reading, the characters function as informational vessels, passing on the information they receive (the CD being a diegetic actualization of this information) without cognitively processing and understanding it.
But through the connections and interactions between characters/agents-who are at the same time basic diegetic components-entailed in such handling of information, the diegetic information becomes systemic information at the extradiegetic, 'formal' level of the film. Thus the film becomes a constitutive complex. The complex systemic framework allows us to see the diegetic interactions as primarily informational and secondarily anthropomorphic/characterological. Moreover, it shows how the structure that these interactions create at the level of the film's form is not closed and symmetrical but open and nonlinear.
Network narratives, as already noted, include a multiplicity of characters, who take on more or less equal parts of the narrative time and agency. By focusing only on the number of characters, however, the adjective 'network' offers no more information than the older label of 'ensemble' or 'multi-character' narrative, a common trope also in other media products, such as television soap operas and other serial narrative formats. A network is not a sum of individuals: it is a system so long as links connecting the individual nodes organize them into one collective organization. It is the entanglement of the units in time that makes a network-and a network film-complex.
Recent dynamic approaches to networks as complex systems emphasize not only their small world effects but also their nonlinear development as complex systems in time, through the relations developed between their components, which make them, in Laszlo's terms, constitutive complexes. In Burn After Reading, for example, each action of one element-narrative 'actor' or agent-of any of the two worlds of the film's plot has in most cases a disproportionate-and in this sense 'nonlinear'-impact on the other elements, regardless of which of the two worlds it inhabits. For example, in the long run Osborne Cox's demotion has the indirect consequence that Linda's cosmetic surgeries are paid by the CIA. The initial actant (the CIA) is affected-though indirectly and in a nonlinear fashion-by the consequences of its decisions. The feedback CIA ultimately receives might be negative (as the senior official concludes, 'I guess we learn not to do it again'), but it has passed through a chain of both positive and negative feedback between the various elements, a chain similar to that involved in most complex systems, as Magoroh Maruyama, the pioneer in the study of feedback, has shown .
xxxv In mutual causal systems-or feedback systems-the activity of each element of the system has an impact upon the other elements and, in turn, upon themselves. Feedback can be negative (a communication that helps a system to maintain a stable state called homeostasis) or positive (a communication that leads the system to a continuous and cumulative deviation from its initial state, thus to a certain disorganization). Self-organizing systems usually take the form of feedback networks which combine negative and positive feedback. And this type of feedback increases the complexity of systems through co-dependency of the parts, mutual causality and amplification of deviation.
An updated conception of networks as complex systems would be required in order to understand the complex function of causality in network films. Wendy Everett seems to be pointing at this direction of complex systems theory, and particularly chaos and network theory, as adequate frameworks for a theoretical approach to such films as Free where a small event leads to disproportional outcomes. To understand how agency and causality work in Burn After Reading we can trace how the film's system develops from an initial state (no relations or just beginnings of relations between characters) through the intensification of these relations. Two interwoven levels of causality are distinguishable in the plot of Burn After Reading. The first is the micro-causality of the characters deriving from their individual motives. The second level is the macro-causality of the network that their interrelationships make. At the micro-level, causality appears individualistic, anthropomorphic and perhaps cynical, whereas at the macro-level it appears transcendental and omnipresent, surpassing the individualism of the characters and connecting them in unexpected (and catastrophic) ways. So far these two levels tend to be kept apart in the theorization of network narratives.
At the level of micro-causality of Burn After Reading, the 'internal organization' of each character, his or her expectations and motives, will certainly influence but not-as it ultimately becomes obvious-decisively determine, the output of their interactions. In the course of the film we come to infer these motives: Chad is fascinated with the 'raw intelligence' he has discovered and seems to be simply enjoying the probability thatperhaps for the first time in his life-he and intelligence can meet. Linda desperately wants to reinvent herself and her body as well as find a boyfriend with a sense of humour.
Ted is secretly in love with Linda and is persuaded to help her in her groundless plot. Harry is a hedonistic character who enjoys casual sex, remaining nevertheless dependent on his wife, immature and incapable of assuming responsibility of any kind. Sandy wants to get a divorce and get rid of her untrustworthy husband. Ozzie is full of rage and bitterness against the 'morons' who, unable to acknowledge his mental superiority, have always been bothering him. Katie wants to keep her finances intact and stay in control, and away from her 'loser' husband.
Individual character motives and reasons create causal patterns (the manipulative motivational pattern of the film's women and the paranoid one of the men), which in turn contribute to the overall causality of the film's network-which, however, cannot be attributed or reduced to any single agency in particular. Even though it is the motivations of individual characters that seem to be triggering some of the 'actings out' taking place in the film, no single character, not even the most intelligent or manipulative of them, is in a position to predict the range of the consequences of their actions' co-resonance.
As in other network films, once individual motives and characters from the two separate worlds of Burn After Reading become intensely linked and co-resonate with one another, the film's narrative system goes through a 'phase transition' which, in complexity theory, happens when different units of a system resonate together.
xxxviii This co-resonance gives the system unpredictable properties xxxix and has augmented effects on its individual components. When a different, higher, level of causality emerges in Burn After Reading once its dynamic network is formed, the characters' desire to control the course of the events (or to escape from being controlled) is rendered futile. Even though each one is given some sort of 'internal' motive, as already noted, the events that follow cannot be seen as linear and logical consequences of any of the particular motives, or even less traced back to any one of them. The prevalence of nonlinear causality in Burn After Reading makes it a dynamic system, a system found in a 'transient process': strictly speaking, all real systems are dynamic systems. However, when the duration of the transient process is negligibly small compared to the duration of the investigated phenomenon, and where the nature of the transient process does not have an important influence on the behaviour of a system, it is not necessary to take into consideration the dynamic properties of the system under consideration; it can be assumed that the changes in state follow instantaneously the causes which produce them.
xl
In network films, though, the interactions between characters and the network they create do have an important influence upon the way their individual trajectories develop. But this influence is nonlinear and not easily attributed to any of the individual agents. Thus, if a network film is seen as a diegetic network/system, the dynamics of this system make a cause-effect matching implausible. It is important therefore to 'take into consideration the dynamic properties of the system' and see what transformations they bring about.
Even if the individual motives of actors in Burn After Reading may be recognizable, the co-resonance of a number of agencies in the network of the diegesis is not foreseeable. The network's 'macro-agency' is the contribution of every single microagent to the network that connects them to all other agents, making their ensemble evolve in nonlinear and unpredictable (from the micro-level perspective) ways. Through the emergent movement from the micro and singular to the macro and global, and from units of agency to aggregates, the anthropomorphism of network narratives meets the 'elemental'-as Galloway and Thacker characterize it xli -nature of complex networks and their dynamics, suggesting a shift from human to nonhuman (or systemic) ways of conceiving agency and causality in complex films. Complex films' networks of human and nonhuman agencies develop as systems through 'infinitesimal perturbations', which make the story's progression nonlinear-impossible to go back to its initial state due to the constant increase of complexity, and also impossible to deduce from one single perspective. It is this emergent system that is often explained, diegetically or hermeneutically, as 'fate', and lends these network films their transcendental allure.
But how can we speak about contingency and systemic 'emergence' in any narrative that is ultimately its narrator's construction? How can a film's plot acquire its own macro-causality? Arguably, we cannot proceed with the complex systems framework without reconsidering the placement of the narrator or 'auteur' in the position of the ultimate 'cause'. Contingency is a key factor in complex networks, and is clearly also an element that fascinates filmmakers. The Coen brothers' interest in the contingent and unexpected is reflected in their preference for 'idiotic' characters, like Chad and Harry in Burn After Reading. As Ethan Coen has explained, 'a lot of our movies are about dolts.
[…] Maybe it's just because it seems to go somewhere in terms of the story. If everybody knows what they are doing in the movie, if they are capable, and everyone is on top of things then what is going to happen that is interesting or fun, or surprising?' xlii Like all other filmmakers, the Coens of course set the parameters for the film to develop-and in the particular case of Burn After Reading to develop in a complex way. However, they themselves admit to have been taken over and guided by coincidence in this film, letting go of control to some extent: 'I guess we sort of wanted to do a spy movie. It didn't exactly turn out that way. I don't really think it is a spy movie. That's how the original idea was structured.' xliii In this sense, the Coens' approach brings to mind that of scientists simulating complex systems, following an 'agent-based' methodology. In computation, agent-based models, also referred to as 'multi-agent approaches', are used in order to simulate the various actors in a social or natural system and to make it easier to understand how a complex system develops from the micro to the macro level. xliv The behaviour of agents is bottomup and unpredictable, however, and its tracking helps scientists understand how linkages and aggregations of agents lead to moments of phase-transition and emergence of systemic behavior. The agent-based stance of the Coens is perhaps reflected in the behaviour of the CIA in Burn After Reading: following the agents, tracking their moves, and keeping a record of emergent incidents; abandoning the need to understand the motives of characters (classical narrative approach), but still managing to keep them under control.
To conclude, the degree of codependence of components in network films, from Nashville and Code Inconnu to 21 Grams and Magnolia, increases because of the greater spatial disparity of information across different plot threads and agents, none of which has control. The respective lack of information characterizing each actor/unit of narrative agency makes connectivity and communication between units necessary, and through the increase of connectivity the units form a system. At the structural level of complex films, the co-dependency of both characterological and narrative elements (agents and actions/events) increases through interconnections. This structural or formal motion influences the story as well, creating causality of a kind different from that characteristic of the classical conception of narrative. Complex causality may be better conceived as a cumulative, nonlinear and emergent effect rather than as an event-sequence of causes and effects. While this applies to all network films, Burn After Reading is an exemplary case, as it self-consciously thematizes information and control, as well as the chaotic trajectories that a network system may take under perturbations.
Complex network films display a multidirectional and multilevel causality that can be seen as the product of a feedback circuit that connects, in the same network, the agencies of different actors/actants across different diegetic levels. At the intradiegetic level, a complex network film brings together and 'interlocks'-through parallelism or crosscutting-separate agents and, along with them, their individual viewpoints upon the story world. It is not just the number of characters but the connections between themand the way the connections are made-that become prevalent. What brings characters together might be chance, but the result of their interactions cannot be attributed to chance alone; rather, it is the emergent (but not transcendental) product of their relations. Chance itself is caused by relations, as contingency seems to be triggering further contingency. A proliferation of chance events in a film is incompatible with classical narrative causality, because chance cannot be easily attributed to one single cause: it can, however, be attributed to the synergy of many causes and causal agents, and this may bring about unexpected consequences.
Network films derive their dynamics from connections-on the one hand between a multiplicity of autonomous agents and on the other between different diegetic levels produced by these relations. Thus, from the micro-level of characters we move to the mid-level of their complex constellations and the macro-level of system (or formal) dynamics. Following the logic of agent-based methodologies used in simulations of complex systems, an 'agent-based' approach to film narrative analysis would allow for the establishment of a multi-directional feedback circuit between the various narrational levels.
Referring to such simulations, computer scientist Pierre Marcenac distinguishes between 'micro-agents' who lack knowledge of global constraints, 'medium-agents' who model the interactions of micro-agents and who feed back (through a process called 'back-propagation') upon the micro-agents' behavior, introducing constraints to it, and lastly 'macro-agents' who observe self-organization and 'generate' the medium-agents that model it. xlv Applying this model to network films, the micro-diegetic level of characters and actions gives way, through complication of relations and nonlinear causality, to aggregates of agency at the mid-level, the patterns of similar behaviour discussed earlier. Mutual causal processes take place across levels. On the one hand, higher-level 'medium-agents', who are aggregates of individual units/micro-agents, feed back into the micro-agents. This can be seen not only in network films like Burn After Reading, but also in Babel, Crash and Code Inconnu, in which, from a certain point on, all characters are affected by the connections created between them, which influence both their individual trajectories as characters and the overall structure of the plot. Thus, the mid-level of interconnections on the one hand introduces constraints to the micro-level, affecting the micro-agents, and on the other hand contributes to the overall structural transformation, taking place at the (extradiegetic) macro-level, of the text into an organization that acquires a causality-or agency-of its own. Causality in complex films operates across all three levels and is distinguished by virtue of its emergent properties, both from character-based causality and from a linear and 'Newtonian' (in the sense of cause-effect sequences that resemble billiard balls hitting each other) conception of causal narrative structure.
Recent approaches to networks as complex systems focus particularly on the dynamic properties of networks.
xlvi What attracts the attention of network scientists is not only the shape and spatial distribution of connectivity, but also its dynamics as the network selforganizes and develops in time as a complex system. Causality cannot be bracketed out from accounts of how a network system comes into being and evolves out of the separate elements/nodes that compose it. A network is not caused by the individual actions of its elements, nor by a single transcendent and overarching cause or motivation; it rather emerges as an organization of a multiplicity of agencies and their complex relations. This organization acquires a systemic causality which, through a feedback process, in turn influences the units that now participate in the collective organization. Thus, I would argue that in complex films such as those containing networks of characters it is not just that 'contingency replaces causality', xlvii but rather that a qualitatively different form of network causality is at work-one that couples with contingency rather than excludes it.
Every complex system evolves in constant exchange with contingency, and achieves its organization through an interplay between contingency and structure. The complexity of multi-character network films-the interactions and relations between their components, as well as their evolution in time-has not been sufficiently addressed in film studies. A shift of theoretical and methodological focus, from (classical) narratology to complex systems theory, is required in order to gain insight into the issues of causality involved in these films. Complex systems theory, and its application to the study of networks, offers useful tools in thinking of how the organizing principle of causality, the cornerstone of narrative, is subordinated to a 'new organizing principle', which in complex systems theory is emergence. Networks are dynamic complex systems that acquire causality as they emerge out of the links between units.
Thus, causality in network films is not loose but complex and nonlinear. And its complexity, much more than the entanglement of the cause-and-effect chain, suggests the emergence of new causal dynamics at the macro-level.
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